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TWO GEOMETRIC AMPHORAE FROM THERA 

[Plates V, VI] 

Two large amphorae, or pithoi [Plates V and VI, Figs. 1 and 2], 
have recently been lent to the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, by 
their owner, Mrs. T. Jefferson Coolidge, Jr., who has also kindly 
consented to their publication here. Of their origin, nothing is 
known beyond the fact that both were purchased in Paris some 
years ago. Fortunately, however, the vases themselves furnish 
the clearest possible testimony on this point. The material — a 
rather coarse clay, brick-red in color and containing occasional 
small, white particles, — the use of a slip, the shape, the type of the 
handles, the character of the geometric designs and the manner 
of their disposition, all point in no uncertain manner to the island 
of Thera as the place of manufacture. The Theran geometric 
vases form such a homogeneous group, and they have been so 
thoroughly discussed by Dragendorff in the second volume of 
Hiller von Gartringen^s Thera, that only a description of the two 
new specimens is called for. They form an important addition 
to the small class of amphorae with vertical handles of which 
Dragendorff gives six examples — three large amphorae in a nearly 
complete condition, two fragments, and one tiny imitation of the 
type.i 

A (Plate V and Fig. 1). Height, 0.83 m.; diameter of lip, 
0.35 m.; of foot, 0.18 m. 

Intact, with only slight injuries to the surface. The amphora 
is of the characteristic Theran shape with flat lip, moderately high 
and wide neck well marked off from the body, which spreads out 
boldly at the shoulder and then contracts gradually towards the 
bottom where it is furnished with a simple, slightly flaring foot. 
The handles are strips of clay 0.06 m. wide, rising perpendicularly 
from the shoulder and bent round at the top to meet the neck. 
At the front, their edge has a rounded rim, and they are connected 
with the neck by four cross-pieces strengthened by a central verti- 
cal member; at the back is an additional cross-bar, placed half 
way up (as on the Netos amphora, Ant. Denk. I. p. 46). 

1 Thera, Vol. II, p. 142, Nos. 33-38, Figs. 336-342, pi. I, 1, 2. 
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The slip, a distinguishing feature of the Theran geometric 
pottery, used to conceal the imperfections of the volcanic clay, 
is thin, rather soft, and of a creamy yellow color. In places it has 
been worn off. 

The decorations are executed in a thin varnish which in the 
firing has taken on a brownish red tone and a slight lustre. 




Figure 1. — Back of Amphora A 



The top of the lip has a thin line around the edge and seven 
series of lines placed radially. Similar series of parallel lines are 
placed on the edge of the rim at the front. Its lower surface is 
painted solid, and there is a broad, painted band within the neck. 

The rims of the handles are decorated with oblique lines between 
which are indentations made while the clay was soft (cf . the plas- 
tic rope-pattern encircling the neck of amphora, Thera^ 1. c. No. 
44). The crossbars are painted in solid color, and the central 
vertical strip is decorated with a guilloche. 
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Six broad, horizontal stripes encircle the neck. On the front, 
the six zones thus formed are decorated as follows: (1) Guilloche. 
(2) Double zig-zag pattern, much flattened, the angles connected 
with the borders by short lines. (3) Broad zone divided into 
three panels at each side, a diagonal checker-board pattern in the 
centre, three birds, to right, with their heads to the ground. The 
eye is rendered by a reserved circle. The body is in outline with 
a wing painted on it. The other wing projects from the back. 
The tail reaches the ground. (4) Broad zone with three sections 
of a maeander, hatched. (5) Broad zone with a row of eight birds 
similar to the above, but with their heads turned back. (6) 
Guilloche. 

The body is decorated with five series of broad stripes, three in 
each series. The shoulder is divided by two additional stripes 
into three zones which, on the front, are filled as follows: (1) Zig- 
zag of two parallel lines with dots between them. (2) Broad 
zone divided into five panels. Those at the ends and in the centre 
are occupied by a typical Theran design consisting of a large 
double circle, dotted, enclosing an eight-pointed star drawn in 
outline, with a solid star within it. In the angles, chevrons, two 
to four, set one within the other. The two intermediate panels 
are each divided horizontally, the upper band containing four 
birds with their heads turned back, the lower band two sections 
of a hatched maeander. (3) Row of concentric circles, the inner 
one filled in solid. 

The foot is painted in solid color. 

B (Plate VI and Fig. 2). Height, 0.785 m.; diameter of lip, 
0.337 m.; of foot 0.17 m. 

Intact, except for slight injuries to the foot. The shape is like 
that of A, but with a less perfect outline. The handles lack the 
projecting rim at the front and the cross-bar at the back. In- 
stead of rising directly out of the shoulder they are bent round at 
the bottom and laid against it. The slip is lighter in color than 
that of A. The paint is dark brown. 

The decorations on the lip and the stripes around the body are 
similar to those on A. The front edges of the handles show 
oblique lines, but without the intervening indentations. The 
cross-bars and vertical strip have painted lines along their edges. 
The sides of the handles are decorated by straight lines along the 
edges and a wavy line down the middle, the latter probably in- 
tended to represent a snake, which often occurs plastically in 
this position on Dipylon vases. 
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The front of the neck is divided by double horizontal stripes 
into five approximately equal zones, decorated as follows: (1) 
Zig-zag of three parallel lines with dots between them, the angles 
connected with the borders by short lines. (2) Row of solid 
triangles, inverted. (3) Row of leaves with the points upward. 




Figure 2. — Back of Amphora B 



(4) Row of lozenges drawn in outline enclosing solid lozenges. 

(5) Row of concentric circles with a dot in the centre. 

The shoulder is divided into two zones by a line encircling the 
vase. On the front these contain the following decoration: (1) 
Broad zone with three panels containing a large double circle, 
dotted. The circle in the left-hand panel contains iSve double 
circles. The other two enclose a solid, eight-pointed star with 
a double circle in the centre. Chevrons, three to six placed one 
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within the other, fill the angles of the panels. The intermediate 
spaces have vertical bands of decoration. That to the right is 
divided by series of three parallel lines into two bands contain- 
ing a simple spiral and a double spiral design. That to the left 
is divided by series of two parallel lines into three bands contain- 
ing a guilloche, a spiral, and a design composed of quartered 
lozenges with short vertical lines touching the angles. (2) Row 
of concentric circles. 

The amphora A must be ranked among the best of the Theran 
vases for the excellence both of its form and its decoration. This 
is composed of a limited number of geometric patterns executed 
on a large scale and very effectively arranged. The large maean- 
der, the zig-zag, the checker pattern, and especially the wheel 
ornament are common on Theran vases. The water bird is the 
only representation of animal life found at Thera, but on no other 
known vase is it so freely used as here; usually it occurs singly, or 
in pairs, only one vase having as many as four birds in a row 
(amphora 15 in Dragendorff's list). The appearance of the 
guilloche, a motive borrowed from oriental Greek art, is not 
surprising, since this group of vases clearly belongs at the end of 
the geometric period. The row of concentric circles without 
connecting tangent lines has also been noted by Dragendorff as a 
late trait. The peculiar type of the handles which distinguishes 
this group occurs on pithoi with relief decoration from Rhodes 
and Boeotia, as well as on three early Attic vases.^ 

The amphora B is inferior to A, and probably a later product. 
The imperfect outline of the body suggests that it belongs to a 
period of decline, and the decorations include a larger proportion 
of later elements. The row of leaves forming the third zone on 
the neck is ungeometric, as are the guilloche and the spirals on 
the shoulder. The double spiral pattern is paralleled at Thera 
only on the amphora 37 in Dragendorff ^s list, the latest of the 
group.2 

Both vases are to be assigned to the seventh century b.c. 

Museum of Fine Arts, L. D. Caskey. 

Boston. 

1 For the Boeotian pithoi, cf. de Ridder, B.C.H. XXII, 1898, pp. 439 ff . 
The Rhodian pithoi, ibid. p. 509. The early Attic vases, Jh. Arch. I. II, 
1887, pi. IV (hydria from Analytus); J.H.S. XXII, 1902, pi. II (amphora 
from Cynosarges); Ant. Denkm. I, p. 46 (Netos amphora). 

2 Cf. Thera, II, Fig. 342 a, p. 143, and Dragendorff's remarks, p. 163. 
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